Some weeks ago we celebrated the first female dentist, Lilian Lindsay, with the unveiling of an English Heritage blue plaque at the house she lived in when she decided to become a dentist (see pages [253] [254] [255] [256] [257] [258] [259] [260] . Lilian Lindsay's ground breaking achievements have inspired generations of female dentists and continue to do so. This editorial is a celebration of that legacy and an indication of the potential 'next steps' in modernising the dental profession and promoting the role of women within it.
One of the fascinating (and frankly astounding) tales about Lilian is the story of the Dean of the National Dental Hospital in London, to which Lilian had applied, interviewing her on the street because he felt that the presence of women in his dental school would be far too distracting for his ubiquitously male students. Hearing that story today, it seems almost unbelievable that anyone, only a hundred or so years ago, could have ever held beliefs that militated against women succeeding in a career in which so many are so talented and which they love so dearly. And yet, there is still a corner of dentistry (and indeed medicine), which suffers from a shockingly large gender bias, and that is in academia. As this is a relatively small sector in dentistry, perhaps you would argue that this is not of any great consequence. I would disagree.
GENDER DISPARITY
Our medical and dental schools, today, attract some of the brightest and most talented young people. In most schools, at least 50% (and sometimes more) of those recruited are female (how unlike Lilian's day). And yet among those who teach them, only one third are female. Even more disturbingly, among the dental professoriate only 16% are women, despite equal intakes of males and females into the profession for over 30 years. If female dentists, as well as males, are to have appropriate role models during their formative years at university, this disparity in gender in the senior roles of academia needs to change. It is essential for all of the future cohorts of dentists that our dental faculties are strong, vibrant places which act as agents of social change as well as developing young dentists, because it is within our dental schools that the future leaders of the profession are nurtured. Surely anyone who believes in fairness and equality would agree that the females in those up and coming cohorts should believe, and have evidence before them in the form of role models, that they all have an equal chance of rising to the very top of their profession in whatever sector they choose to work? Thankfully, Lilian Lindsay was not the last pioneer for women in clinical careers. On 29 July 2011, Professor Sally Davies, the Chief Medical Officer, wrote a startlingly important letter. That letter informed interested parties in universities and hospitals that certain research funding streams would not, in future, be available to academic/NHS partnerships if the academic partner (medical or dental school) had not achieved at least a Silver Award of the Athena SWAN Charter for Women in Science. Athena SWAN is a charter which recognises and celebrates good employment practice for women working in science, engineering and technology in higher education and research. The Charter is managed by the Equality Challenge Unit.
I believe that the letter marked a truly momentous day. Professor Davies has potentially brought about the beginnings of one of the greatest transformations and cultural shifts seen in higher education and dentistry since Lilian Lindsay's admission to Edinburgh Dental School in the late 1800s. As a result of Dame Sally's decisive action, most schools have applied, or are applying, for an Athena SWAN award, as it is essential to them that they stay in the funded research arena. This imperative for the leaders of our medical and dental schools to achieve an Athena SWAN award is having a hugely beneficial effect on the lives of many clinical, academic women. They are suddenly being treated as if their careers mattered, as opposed to largely being asked to provide activity to shore up the careers of others.
Of course, the sudden massive rise in Athena SWAN applications has had repercussions for the administrators and in order that all applications are thoroughly scrutinised and carefully judged, they require more panellists to help. So, if you believe in fairness and equality in our medical and dental schools, why not apply to be an Athena SWAN panellist? Simply visit the website and put in an application (http://www.athenaswan. org.uk/content/assessment-panels). Being a panellist involves a considerable amount of work and you need to read the role descriptors carefully before you decide to apply. But by becoming a panel member you would be taking responsibility for the integrity of the Athena SWAN philosophy -surely a role any right minded person would be proud to take on. If you would like to have the wonderful feeling of contributing to, even fighting for, a long overdue culture shift in dentistry, which our young dentists need and deserve, think of Athena SWAN as one of the ways in which you can do it. 
